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XXXVII.—"Notes on a Shell Mound" at Tongue Ferry, Suther
land. By B. N. PEACH and J. HOENE, of the Geological 
Survey of Scotland. 

(Read 16th March 1893.) 

IT will be readily admitted by those who have been following 
the general results of archaeological research, that the investiga
tion of those shell mounds left by the hand of man in Scotland 
has not led to such important conclusions as the study of similar 
deposits in Denmark. Doubtless this may be partly accounted 
for by the fact that these accumulations occur on a much 
larger scale in Denmark, and are more richly charged with 
relics of man's handiwork. The evidence obtained points to the 
conclusion that the Danish shell mounds or " kitchen middens " 
belong to some part of the neolithic or new stone age. But if 
we ransack the Transactions of the Antiquarian Society of 
Scotland to see what has been done in connection with this 
subject in our own country, the results are not quite so satis
factory. An unbiassed reader would be apt to infer that few 
of the shell mounds date back to neolithic time. In some cases 
the evidence in support of this contention can hardly be said to 
be, conclusive. Indeed, one is almost tempted to put the 
question: Is there in the northern Highlands a shell mound of 
undoubted neolithic age ? If so, where is it, and what is the 
evidence in proof of it ? 

This line of research was suggested to us by a recent 
examination of the contents of an ancient shell mound on the 
western shore of the Kyle of Tongue, not far to the north of 
the ferry house. In the course of our official duties in that 
region, we made a collection of the more interesting relics 
associated with this mound. Prominent among these are two 
stone implements in good preservation. "When these imple
ments, together with the fragments of pottery and the organic 
remains, were submitted to Dr Anderson for his inspection, he 
wrote, that he did not know at the moment of any other un
doubted instance of a stone celt having been found in a " kitchen 
midden" or shell heap in Scotland. But for this fact it is 
probable that this shell mound, " with its ancient and fish-like 
smell," would not have been recorded so far as we are concerned. 

Before calling attention to the relics we obtained, it may not 
be uninteresting to the members of this Society if we give a 
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brief summary of the researches of Scottish investigators among 
these memorials of man. 

In the Highland area we find that various observers have 
more or less minutely described shell mounds along the margin 
of the sea. One of the earliest notices of these accumulations 
on the shores of the Moray Firth, is by the Eev. Dr Gordon of 
Birnie, who directed special attention to the mound on Brigzes 
farm near the old margin of the Loch of Spynie. This mound, 
now separated into two parts, measures 80 by 30 yards for the 
larger, and 26 by 30 yards for the smaller portion. He notes 
the occurrence of the periwinkle, which is the most abundant 
shell, the oyster, the mussel, and the cockle, and suggests that 
at the time when the mound was accumulated, the bed of Loch 
Spynie was an arm of the sea. On that extensive flat, wherever 
any opening has been made, oysters are met with, seemingly on 
the spots where they lived. But he adds that the oyster has 
now passed away from our coast, save in some sheltered nooks 
of the Firth as at Cromarty and Avoch. 

There is one shell, occupying the fifth place in point of 
numbers, in the mound, to which Dr Gordon directs special 
attention, viz., Tapes decussata. He says that it is not known 
to exist now in the Moray Firth, and the most northerly locality 
where it is now found alive is the coast of Caernarvonshire. 
While the other species that are now extinct on our shores are 
withdrawing to the north, and are found alive only towards the 
Arctic Circle, this species, once frequent, has withdrawn in the 
opposite direction to a warmer latitude. 

This well-known observer also called attention to a shell 
mound on the west side of the Burghead railway, about a mile 
from the terminus, containing the usual species of edible shells, 
with a number of bones of animals, broken longitudinally to 
reach the marrow. 

The description published by Dr Gordon about the year 
1862, at once attracted the attention of Sir John Lubbock, who 
paid a visit to the shores of the Moray Firth, for the purpose of 
studying the mounds on the spot. Dr Gordon showed him all 
the " kitchen middens " then known to him, and the remains of 
the old lake dwelling in the Loch of the Clans, discovered by the 
late Dr Grigor. This examination led to the publication of an 
important paper by Sir John Lubbock on "A Visit to the Ancient 
Shell Mounds of Scotland," published in the Natural History 
Beview, in July 1863. The remarks made by this distinguished 
observer are specially interesting on account of his unbiassed 
opinions and wide experience. 

In the mound on the west side of the Burghead railway, he 
determined the remains of bones belonging to the ox, sheep, and 
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pig, but found no trace of pottery. On the opposite side of the 
railway, he found two other shell heaps containing bones of the 
ox, sheep, and pig, with a piece of stag's horn, but no pottery 
nor stone implements. 

After a brief reference to various shell mounds between 
Burghead and the Findhorn, the author describes the contents 
of the mound on Brigzes Farm, on the margin of the old Loch 
of Spynie. He spent four hours in the examination of this 
mound with the assistance of a labourer, and found not a single 
bone, not a trace of pottery, nor an implement of any kind. 
He suggests that the rarity of bones may be attributed to the 
insular position of the shell mound, but he was puzzled to 
account for the absence of pottery and implements. During 
his visit to one of the Danish shell mounds with Professor 
Steenstrup and Mr Burk, he obtained nine rude axes, besides 
flakes and other fragments of flint. To quote his own words, 
" I was therefore surprised, and, it must be confessed, a little 
disappointed, to find these Scotch shell mounds so poor. The 
difference may perhaps in part be accounted for by the absence 
of flint in the north of Scotland." How far this fact is an 
evidence that the shell mounds of the Moray Firth belong in a 
great measure to the metallic period, further researches will 
show. In the meantime it is an interesting fact that a bronze 
pin was found at this spot, and apparently in the shell mound 
itself, while on one of those between Burghead and the Find-
horn, we found a small fragment of bronze, apparently a bit of 
a ring. 

Sir John Lubbock states that this bronze pin resembles some 
of those found in Irish Crannoges, and on submitting it to 
Mr Franks he expressed the opinion that it was in use probably 
about A.D. 800 or 900. "It is, of course, evident (adds the 
author) that the presence of bronze establishes a great distinc
tion between this shell mound and the much more ancient 
'kitchen middens ' of Denmark." 

Eeference is also made to shell mounds near the Ferry at 
Nigg, opposite Cromarty, and in a wood near Invergordon, 
which presented no features of special, interest. 

In the Transactions of the Antiquarian Society, vol. vii. p. 
525 (1868), vol. viii. p. 63 (1869), two brief papers appeared by 
Mr Lawson Tait, Surgeon, Wakefield, Yorkshire, on " The shell 
mounds of Sutherland." At intervals along the coast, and in 
particular near the Little Ferry, the author observed many of 
these shell mounds ; the chief varieties of shells being confined 
to the oyster, mussel, cockle, limpet, and periwinkle. He states 
that the shells of the oyster were of a very large kind, and 
although a small variety of this bivalve is now abundant on 
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the west coast of Sutherland, he is not aware that the oyster 
occurs at all on the east coast. He also found fragments of chert, 
quartz, and flint, including a beautifully-worked but unfinished 
spear head of flint. He further adds that the shell mounds near 
Little Ferry correspond in every particular, save that of size, to 
the Danish "kitchen middens." This observation, were it true, 
would be of very great interest, but the author has not brought 
forward evidence to establish it. 

In the interesting volume on the " Prehistoric Eemains of 
Caithness," by Mr Laing and Professor Huxley, reference is made 
to several shell mounds, one of which, in Mr Laing's opinion, 
presents a close analogy to the Danish "kitchen middens." 
In the churchyard mound near Keiss Castle there is a mass of 
shells, about five feet deep and covering an area of several 
hundred square yards, resting on the natural soil, and overlain 
in turn by the foundation of a massive building, which has 
almost disappeared. In the author's opinion, the refuse heap 
cannot have accumulated about the building, but must have 
existed before it. The heap is composed mainly of periwinkle 
shells, but near the middle and lower parts of the mound 
chipped flints and rude stone and bone implements and pottery 
were found, including two bone arrow heads with eighteen 
skewers and pins of fragments of bone and horn. In the 
centre of the mass a human tooth was found, with a small 
portion of the jaw, together with wood ashes and charcoal 
Animal bones were not abundant; the only stone implements 
were beach stones, probably used as hammers, and round 
pebbles or sling stones evidently selected from the beach. 
The pottery was in small fragments of the rudest description, 
and not distinguishable from the specimens the author had 
seen from the Danish "kitchen middens." 

The last paper to which your attention will be directed is 
one by a distinguished Scottish glacialist, Mr Jamieson, Ellon, 
" On the Eemains of the Stone Period in the Buchan District of 
Aberdeenshire," published in the Proceedings of the Anti
quarian Society of Scotland in 1867. In this communication 
the author notes the occurrence of shell heaps at the mouth of 
the river Ythan, chiefly on the north side of the estuary, vary
ing from thirty to ninety yards in length, and resting on 
mounds of blown sand. The most plentiful species is the 
mussel, which is associated with cockles and periwinkles, all of 
them large and full-grown specimens. Commingled with the 
shells are burnt stones and bits of charcoal. The author found 
a few teeth (referred by Sir William Turner to deer and oxen), 
and fragments of bone with an occasional flint, showing signs 
of having been burnt. Flint flakes and chips occur on the 
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surface of some of these mounds, and more plentifully in the 
neighbourhood of them, so that there is every reason to sup
pose that the shell heaps were made by the chippers of the 
flints. 

The shell mound on the western shore of the Kyle of Tongue 
occurs about seventy yards to the north of the Ferry House, and 
stands on a part of the 25-feet raised beach. A portion of the 
surface of this ancient terrace has been stripped of vegetation, 
and the shell heap is seen resting on sand and fine gravel, the 
length of the exposed portions not exceeding twenty yards. 

The following is the list of shells gathered from the heap :— 
1. Ostrea edulis, the oyster. 
2. Mya arenarea, Gaper. 
3. Lutraria elliptica. 
4. Artemis, Sp. 
5. Solen ensis, razor fish, 
6. Mytilus edulis, mussel. 
7. Mytilus modiola, horse mussel. 
8. Patella vulgata, limpet. 
9. Zittvrina, littorea, periwinkle. 

10. Purpura lapillus, the dog whelk. 
11. Buccinum undatum, the whelk. 
12. Gardium edule, the cockle. 
13. Littorina rudis. 

Of these thirteen species the oyster occurs perhaps in greatest 
abundance and of a large size, which is all the more interesting 
from the fact that it has now disappeared from the Kyle. At 
first we were inclined to believe that the abundance of the 
oyster might be partly accounted for by supposing that a sub
mergence of the land to the extent of twenty-five feet would 
produce more marine conditions and render the water less 
brackish. But the disappearance of the oyster in recent years 
on many parts of the Scotch coast may also be explained by the 
increased demand for this particular shell-fish. These ancient 
mound-builders knew how to appreciate a good thing, and so do 
their successors of the present day! In fact, the demand is so 
great that it threatens to exterminate them altogether. 

It is obvious, therefore, that it is quite unsafe to base any 
argument on the disappearance of the oyster as indicating a 
change of marine conditions in the Kyle since the accumulation 
of the mound. 

Next in order among the relics we noted a stone celt in good 
preservation. It measures about three inches in length, and 
about two inches along the cutting edge. The implement is 
not complete, however, having been fractured at one end before 
we found it. It is evidently formed of an igneous rock, pro-
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bably a dolerite. As yet we are not aware of any locality in 
the immediate neighbourhood from which this igneous rock 
could have been derived. 

Near the stone celt, a stone implement was found which was 
evidently used as a hammer stone. It measures four-and-a-half 
inches in length and about three inches across, and has 
apparently been a stone picked from the beach, rounded by the 
action of the sea. This hammer stone is composed of fine
grained basalt, occurring in the form of thin intrusive dykes in 
the adjoining schists. 

Next in order we gathered several fragments of coarse 
pottery which, judging from the rims, seem to,have formed 
portions of five different pots. The pottery is extremely coarse, 
and, in the opinion of Dr Anderson, bears a close resemblance 
to the stone age and bronze age sepulchral pottery in appear
ance and texture. Indeed, this resemblance so impressed him 
that he asked whether there were no graves there, and if the 
sepulchral pottery and the domestic debris had not got mixed 
together. But there were no indications of graves; the 
fragments of pottery being scattered among the shell debris. 

Several pieces of long bones, evidently split for marrow, were 
obtained, but these have not been identified. A quartzite 
flake occurred among the debris. The nearest locality where 
this particular quartzite can be got is at Heilim or Hope 
Ferry. 

Finally, we noted numerous burnt stones and a piece of slag 
produced by the heat of the fires. 

Viewing the relics from this " kitchen-midden" and the 
evidence which they afford, it seems to us that there is but one 
new fact, if it is really new regarding our Scottish shell-mounds, 
and that is the occurrence of the stone celt. Taken in connec
tion with the hammer stone and the pottery on the one hand, 
and the absence of bronze implements on the other hand, the 
•evidence is in favour of the neolithic age of this particular 
mound. But it must be confessed that the evidence is by no 
means overwhelming. The record of this stone celt may how
ever induce members of the Society to pay increased attention 
to these savoury memorials of the past. 

NOTE.—The collection of shells, implements, and pottery, is now deposited in 
the Antiquarian Museum in Edinburgh. 
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